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 At the cusp of the twenty-first century, Peter Drucker surveyed the past one hundred years: 
“No century in recorded history has experienced so many social transformations and such radical 
ones as the twentieth century.”1 Wars and revolutions were easy to spot, but he also saw systemic 
reconfigurations in political, economic, religious, and cultural institutions around the globe. Life was 
“qualitatively and quantitatively different” after ten decades.2 The century had been one of enormous 
change. 
 Brian Stanley, Professor of World Christianity at the University of Edinburgh’s School of 
Divinity, sets out to explain how Christian churches interacted with the rapidly morphing 
environment, convinced that “it was the twentieth century that shaped the contours of the Christian 
faith as it is now, a culturally plural and geographically polycentric religion” (4). Few would argue 
with his claim that Christianity has become a truly global religion in the last hundred years; fewer 
would dare to write the history. The story is too complex. But Brian Stanley is well-positioned to put 
together a manuscript like this. As the Director of the Centre for the Study of World Christianity 
and the editor of the journal Studies in World Christianity, he has been at the forefront of research on 
the topic.  
 The book is cosmic in scope. He insists that “World Christianity means world Christianity, 
and not simply the Christianity of the southern hemisphere” (8). The material slips, therefore, out of 
the two hands that have strangled attempts to write truly global Christian histories. From the one 
hand, he escapes the fallacy that all the important challenges to Christianity in Europe happened in 
the nineteenth century, so that by the end of World War I the only thing left for European churches 
to do was fade away. From the other hand, he twists out of the assumption that the Global South is 
the only site of growth, energy, and creativity. Instead, Stanley hops around the globe, ushering 
readers easily back and forth across the equator, revealing to them the variety of ways Christian 
communities have fueled, stumbled over, resisted, co-opted, and compromised with the changes of 
the twentieth century. 
 The book is creatively arranged. It mercifully eschews another regional tour. Instead, Stanley 
builds the book around fifteen of the most important social, cultural, political, and religious trends 
of the twentieth century. He then analyzes how Christians have interacted with each theme by 
offering two in-depth case studies—usually from different continents. This has led to some 
fascinating juxtapositions and insights. For example, in the chapter “Holy Nations? Uneasy 
Marriages between Christianity and Nationalism,” Stanley fearlessly puts together Protestant 
nationalism in Korea from the first half of the twentieth century, and Roman Catholic nationalism in 
Poland from the second half. If the radically different times and places seem jarring, the theme 
beautifully holds everything together. By the end the chapter, one understands why the author 
concludes that Christianity and nationalism made for uneasy bedfellows in the twentieth century. 
 Whether examining genocide in Nazi Germany and Rwanda, gender and sexuality in 
Australia and the United States, or Jamaican and Chinese immigration, Stanley keeps a firm hand on 
the tiller. He wants to guide readers to understand how churches have been intertwined with the 
forces that molded the twentieth century. He cares little about church statements or institutional 
arrangements. “If popes and archbishops find themselves playing second fiddle to comparatively 
unknown laywomen and laymen, that is no bad thing, for this is a history of Christianity in its myriad 
popular embodiments” (6). That gives room for fascinating explorations into the lives of Christians 
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who endured state sanctioned secularization, whether in France or the Soviet Union. It offers the 
reader a chance to see the loose, but real transnational connections that keep Pentecostalism vibrant 
in Ghana and Brazil. It also provides more space than usual, in such a sweeping history, for the role 
of women. Stanley makes twentieth-century Christianity come to life—be it comic, grotesque, tragic, 
or beautiful. 
 One can, of course, object to the fifteen themes the author selected. Is the reconception of 
mission (ch. 9) of more epochal significance for churches around the globe than the dominance of 
market economies (never directly addressed)? Every reader will find something missing, but the 
brilliance of the book is that it invites such questions. What other events might explain how the 
church of the twenty-first century came to be? Stanley offers some thoughtful answers, but the 
organization of the book allows readers to consider what else could be added, and even offers them 
a constructive model for how to prove their point. Two case-studies, from different parts of the 
world, demonstrate over and over again that there was no single way that Christians acted in the 
twentieth century, but they did face many common questions and were embroiled in similar 
struggles. 
 For a serious reader, curious about the growth, spread, and vulnerability of Christianity 
around the entire world, this book is outstanding. It would be at home in courses on Global 
Christianity, but it could be a creative substitution in a Church History II course as well. Few books 
address so effectively how Christianity has been intertwined with modernity. In addition, since each 
chapter stands alone, someone could cherry-pick chapters relevant to their interests. However one 
uses it, this book is worth opening. Readers will have a deeper appreciation for how various 
ideologies refashioned Christian theology and ethics; they will also learn how Christian belief and 
communal practice shaped culture, society, and politics (4). The book succeeds in demonstrating 
that Christianity was part of the enormous changes of the twentieth century, and by the last decade 
was qualitatively and quantitatively different from what it had been just one hundred years prior. 
